Expression of p63 and p16 in primary and recurrent pterygia.
p63 and p16 have been described as stem-cell markers of squamous epithelium. In an attempt to obtain new insights into the pathogenesis of pterygium, this study aims to evaluate the relationship between p63 and p16 expression in primary and recurrent pterygia. Samples of primary (n=56) and recurrent (n=14) pterygia and normal bulbar conjunctival tissue (n=11) were submitted to immunohistochemical study to evaluate the expression of p63 and p16 in these tissues. Most of the cells stained for p63 were located in the basal layer of the normal conjunctiva, in the lower two-thirds of the epithelium of primary pterygia, and throughout all epithelial layers of recurrent pterygia. In normal conjunctivae, p16 expression was rarely expressed. Primary and recurrent pterygium groups exhibited increased p16 expression, with cytoplasmic staining in the primary group, and cytoplasmic or nuclear staining in the recurrent group. The overexpression of p63 and p16 observed in the present study reinforces likelihood of involvement of these genes in the pathogenesis of pterygium, perhaps related to the intense cellular turnover with substitution of superficial epithelial cells by less differentiated forms. This loss of normal cellular differentiation of the epithelial layers could explain the high rates of recurrence overall in the recurrent pterygia.